CHAPTER XIII
THE BRITISH EMPIRE: GENERAL
The Copyright Act,l842. The British Museum and Colonial literature.
Select Committee on the Copyright Bill, 1898. The Copyright Con-
vention, 1886. The Copyright Act, 1911, and its Imperial application.
THE first copyright act to apply to the whole of the British Em-
pire was the Copyright Act of 1842 (5 & 6 Viet, c. 45).1 Section 6
of that Act provided, inter alia, that a free copy of every new book
be delivered to the British Museum within twelve calendar
months "after the same shall first be sold, published, or offered
for sale in any other part of the British Dominions." This pro-
vision seems to have been introduced with the intention of
obtaining for the British Museum a copy of every new book
published anywhere under British rule, whether the work was
subject to copyright protection or not.2 The framers of the Act
had wisely foreseen that the various colonial books, pamphlets,
and periodicals on local government, population, education,
crime, health, agricultural and mineral resources, etc., would be of
incalculable interest and value to future historians, statisticians,
and all others interested in the growth and welfare of the Empire,
Unforeseen difficulties, however, began to complicate the
smooth working of this useful provision. In the first place, no
bibliographical facilities existed for discovering what publica-
tions had first been published in the colonies and dominions.
Secondly, a good number of the colonial publishers neglected to
send copies of their works to the British Museum: many of them
were completely ignorant of their liability to do so under the Act.
Thirdly, the cost and difficulty of transport was a serious prob-
lem. The consequence was that the Keeper of Printed Books, in
his evidence before the British Museum Committee of Inquiry
in 1850, was obliged to state that "of the works published in the
colonies we get none at all... As things are at present, we lose the
1 Bys.29.
* Per Lord Cairns in Routledge v. Low (1868) L,R. 3 H.L. 100, at p. 110.